“ Moderator,  Rax  me  that  Bible  ” 

The  Rev.  Principal  Hugh  Watt,  D.D. 


There  is  no  point  in  the  history  of  the  Church  of  Scotland  on  which  I 
have  been  more  frequently  consulted  than  on  the  use  of  these  words  by 
Dr.  John  Erskine  in  the  General  Assembly  of  1796  during  the  first  debate 
on  Foreign  Missions.  As  is  well  known,  the  primary  authority  for  these 
words  is  an  article  by  Hugh  Miller  in  the  Witness  for  1841.  He  does  not 
indicate  what  Dr.  Erskine  read  when  the  Bible  was  handed  to  him,  but 
later  writers  have  supplied  the  omission.  One  very  reputable  scholar, 
followed  by  many,  says  that  “ Erskine,  with  a dramatic  gesture,  and 
uttering  the  picturesque  and  memorable  phrase,  ‘ Rax  me  that  Bible,* 
directed  attention  to  the  commission  and  promise  of  the  Church's  Head, 
but  in  vain."  That  Dr.  John  Erskine  should  have  needed  a Bible  to  read 
Matt.  28,  19,  or  that  this  verse  could  be  fitted  into  the  course  of  the 
debate,  seems  incredible. 

Further,  the  incident  is  not  mentioned  in  Hetherington's  History  of 
the  Church  of  Scotland  (1841),  nor  in  Sir  Henry  Moncrieff  Wellwood’s 
biography  of  John  Erskine  (1818),  and  not  even  in  Robert  Heron's 
Account  of  the  Proceedings  and  Debate  (1796).  This  seems  almost  over- 
whelming evidence  against  its  authenticity.  But,  in  view  of  the  facts 
{a)  that  there  is  no  evidence  of  any  contemporary  challenge  to  Hugh 
Miller’s  account  and  (b)  that  there  is  a definite  point  in  Dr.  John  Erskine's 
speech  as  recorded  in  the  Account  of  the  Proceedings  at  which  the  request 
would  be  appropriate,  I have  felt  myself  justified  in  teaching  that  what 
happened  was  this.  When  Dr.  Erskine  was  proceeding  to  deal  with  the 
argument  of  Hamilton  of  Gladsmuir  that  the  method  of  Paul  ought  to  be 
followed,  and  that  Paul  never  preached  to  the  barbarous  and  the  un- 
educated, but  confined  his  attention  to  the  centres  of  civilisation,  he  said> 
" Moderator,  Rax  me  that  Bible,”  and  proceeded  to  read  Acts  28,  2,  "and 
the  barbarous  people  showed  us  no  little  kindness,"  and,  directing  atten- 
tion to  the  length  of  Paul’s  stay  in  Malta — three  months — asked  if  it  was 
credible  that  Paul  during  that  time  refrained  from  preaching,  especially 
in  view  of  the  fact  that  on  the  opposite  page  of  the  Bible  appeared 
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Romans  i,  14,  ‘‘I  am  debtor  both  to  the  Greeks  and  the  Barbarians, 
both  to  the  wise  and  the  unwise.”  This  fits  in  with  the  detailed  report  of 
the  debate,  and  makes  the  incident  entirely  credible. 

I have  long  expected  that  there  would  be  unearthed  some  direct 
confirmation  of  this  from  an  actual  eye-witness.  And  this  has  now  ap- 
peared. Not  long  since,  a Post-graduate  student.  Dr.  H.  MacMillan  of 
Formosa,  showed  me  the  1840  edition  of  the  Rev.  James  Robe’s  Narrative 
of  the  Revival  of  Religion  at  Kilsyth,  etc.,  where,  on  page  201,  there  is  a 
long  note  dealing  with  Dr.  John  Erskine.  It  concludes  thus  : “ Methinks 
I see  his  venerable  figure,  and  hear  his  earnest  affectionate  address. 
When  in  the  General  Assembly  the  cause  of  foreign  missions  was  opposed 
on  the  ground  that  Paul  did  not  preach  to  the  rude  people  of  Malta,  Dr. 
Erskine  said,  ‘ Rax  me  that  Bible,’  and  read  the  account  of  that  visit, 
and  said,  ‘ Paul  prayed,  and  surely  it  would  be  in  the  name  of  Jesus, 
and  he  would  tell  them  why  he  did  so,’  etc.  I was  present  at  this  interest- 
ing scene  in  1792. — Ed.”  The  date  is  an  evident  misprint,  and  who  the 
editor  was  I do  not  know,  but  here  we  have  in  1840  a definite  confirmation 
by  an  eye-witness  of  a story  which  some  have  believed  to  date  from  the 
Witness  of  1841. 
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